164 A SHORT HISTORY OF THE BRITISH ARMY
afford him an opportunity of a battle before Wellington, whose
forces would take a day longer to collect, and whose caution and
prudence were well known, should come to the assistance of his
ally; while if both British and Prussians refused battle they
would be bound to retire in divergent directions towards their
respective bases, Ostend and Aix - la - Chapelle, leaving the
French to occupy Brussels and overrun Belgium—in themselves
achievements of great moral and political importance.
On June 15 the French army crossed the frontier and
attacked the Prussian outposts on the Sambre. Bad staff work,
resulting in a late start, and skilful rearguard fighting on the
part of the enemy delayed its progress, and by nightfall a
considerable portion was still south of the river. Nevertheless,
the right wing had forced the Prussians back to Ligny, while
the left, under Ney, was approaching Quatre Bras, an important
point on the shortest lateral road between the Allied armies.
Blucher, on hearing of the hostile offensive, at once issued orders
for his army to concentrate at Ligny, but Wellington, who only
got definite news late in the evening, and suspected that the
move might be a mere feint covering a real attack against his
right—for which he felt extremely nervous throughout the
campaign—delayed issuing- instructions for the assembly of his
force in the vicinity of the Brussels—Charleroi road till early
on the 16th.
The morning of that day was spent by the French in closing
up their columns to the front, and while Ney was ordered to
occupy Quatre Bras, Napoleon prepared to assail the Prussians,
who by mid-day had collected three of their four corps at Ligny.
His plan of enveloping the hostile right by means of a corps
detached from Ney's command failed to materialise, but by
nightfall he had heavily defeated Blucher and driven him from
the field. The beaten army fell back northward, abandoning
its direct line of communications with its base in order to keep
in touch with its allies, who during the day had been heavily
. engaged with Ney at Quatre Bras. The French left wing
delayed too long its attack on the weak Netherlands detachment
holding that place; the latter was gradually reinforced during
the progress of the fight, and at length Wellington, who
commanded in person on the battle-field, was able to assume the
offensive in his turn and drive Ney back to his starting-point.
The tactical defeat here suffered by the French was of minor
importance from a strategical point of view, inasmuch as they
had prevented any assistance reaching the Prussians from their
allies.
The morning of June 17 saw the French army halted in
its positions of the previous evening, while Napoleon awaited

